Born in 1934, my mother grew up afraid of rivers, lakes, and local swimming holes. Water was the conduit of polio, she was told by her own mother, and was to be avoided, especially in the hot summer months. Decades later, as a pre-schooler at my first swimming lesson, I still remember my mother reassuring me that I would not be a hydrophobe like herself, for we lived in a post-polio age.

How such a drastic change in attitude occurred in only one generation is explained in David M Oshinsky\'s *Polio: an American story*. While the book is advertised as covering the entire twentieth century, Oshinsky focuses primarily on the middle decades, when the race to find a vaccine was fierce. He begins with a somewhat superficial overview of the history of polio from Galen to Warm Springs, Georgia. This is a large swath of time, the later portion of which has already been covered in great detail by Naomi Rogers in *Dirt and disease: polio before FDR* (1992). The author hits his stride, however, a third of the way through the book, when he unpacks the complicated interrelationship between private fundraising campaigns (spearheaded, in the case of polio, by the National Foundation for Infantile Paralysis, or NFIP), the new post-war media machine, bi-partisan politics, and the science of virology. We learn why Jonas Salk became a household name in the United States, while Albert Sabin---a leading international figure in polio research---did not. Oshinsky takes us from the optimism of April 1955, when newspapers ran headlines proclaiming that "Polio is Conquered", to the sudden wave of scepticism that hit the country later that same year after dozens of children who received vaccines from Cutter Laboratories of Berkeley, California, contracted the disease and were left paralysed. By ending his book with a discussion of the first bouts of Post-Polio Syndrome in the 1980s, Oshinsky indicates that the history of polio is not a simple story of medical triumph but one marked by numerous setbacks and complications.

There are many thematic threads to this book that will be of interest to medical historians. First, historians of medical ethics and human experimentation will find Oshinsky\'s discussion of the moral quandary of using children (institutionalized and not) as research subjects in the early live-virus vaccine trials compelling and rich. And those who study the history of media and medicine will find Oshinsky\'s story noteworthy, since he claims that the NFIP "created the concept of philanthropy as consumerism" (p. 5). For historians interested in women scientists, disability studies, or the patient perspective, Oshinsky has only a few brief sentences to offer. He leaves his reader wanting to know more about the women scientists who were essential to the development of the vaccine in the late 1940s and early 1950s, such as Dorothy Horstmann---a Yale investigator who was the first to discover the "viremic phase" of polio, the very brief period of time when vaccination is effective---and Isabel Morgan---a Johns Hopkins researcher who, Oshinsky speculates, could "have beaten Salk to the polio vaccine" if she had been willing to use children as experimental subjects and avoided marriage at the age of thirty-eight (p. 132). Oshinsky rarely discusses polio victims themselves, except for a brief mention of teenager Bill Kirkpatrick, Salk\'s "Subject No. 1". In today\'s literature, polio is a topic of both disease *and* disability history---one wonders why Oshinsky did not draw upon the work of Daniel J Wilson better to address the view of those on the ground who personally experienced what it meant to have polio.

Nevertheless, Oshinsky has written a highly readable history about the leaders behind America\'s mid-century campaign to eradicate polio. Albert Sabin, Jonas Salk, Basil O\'Connor (director of the NFIP) and FDR "represent\[ed\] the public face of polio---the courageous victim, the devoted foundation leader, \[and\] the brilliant researchers with their lifesaving vaccines" (p. 112). It is a top-heavy story, but one of extreme importance to understanding how laboratory science operates in a consumer-conscious, media-saturated, risk-adverse society.
